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Body 


New Age shaman-whisperer Carlos Castaneda once wrote "Death is the only wise advisor that we have. Whenever 
you feel, as you always do, that everything is going wrong and you're about to be annihilated, turn to your death 
and ask if that is so. Your death will tell you that you're wrong." 


Castaneda is a questionably kosher figure, but | have still always found that quote really good. Especially lately. It's 
been two weeks since | read the most harrowing article on Facebook - an interview with the maverick English 
scientist James Lovelock, a man often referred to as a "prophet" in issues concerning the environment. It was 
posted by Mike with the caption "don't read this if you want to enjoy the rest of your day." 


So of course | read. The article, written in the Guardian by the wonderfully named journalist Decca Aitkenhead 
(could anyone outside the U.K. have that name?) is from 2008, but seems to have had a small viral comeback this 
month. The gist: The expert Lovelock, inventor of the Gaia hypothesis, a once-poo-pooed theory now used by most 
climate scientists (in short, that the Earth is a superorganism that is self-regulating), says we are well past the 
ecological tipping point. All of our noble ideas about sustainable energy, carbon offsetting, using less plastic, eating 
less meat, are, to the mind of Lovelock, nothing more than "rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic." 


"Lovelock believes global warming is now irreversible, and that nothing can prevent large parts of the planet 
becoming too hot to inhabit, or sinking underwater, resulting in mass migration, famine and epidemics," writes 
Aitkenhead. "To Lovelock, the logic is clear. The sustainability brigade are insane to think we can save ourselves by 
going back to nature; our only chance of survival will come not from less technology, but more. ... But he fears we 
won't invent the necessary technologies in time, and expects ‘about 80%' of the world's population to be wiped out 
by 2100." 


OK, OK. Breathe in, breath out. 
Carlos Castaneda, Carlos Castaneda. 


Mike, who spent a good chunk of his after-dark youth as a Montreal insomniac listening to Armageddon radio 
broadcast from somewhere in the Arizona desert, was less freaked out by the article than | was. Mike spent this 
past year shooting a reality show in Butler County, Mo., hobnobbing at the cowboy church with "preppers" who 
keep underground bunkers filled with big guns and canned ravioli, in case they need to defend themselves against 
the Obama administration or nuclear catastrophe. 


"You'd be surprised how many people walk around saying the world is going to end any second now," shrugs Mike. 
"So this is just another guy saying it." 
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Mike's next Facebook posting was a video titled Somebody Dubbed Farts Over These Olympic Athletes And It's 
Glorious. 


Give them bread and circuses! Give them flatulent skaters while our metropolises sink! For days | haven't been able 
to get that line about rearranging the deck chairs out of my head, or the terrifying idea of our population being 20% 
of its current size 80 years from now, when my daughter has a very good chance of still being alive. Or maybe not 
so surely alive, unless we move to Nunavut. 


Lovelock, a former NASA employee who predicted much of our current ecological situation back in the 1960s, has 
been a lone wolf, working out of his own lab in Cornwall, England for the last 40 years. He is known for both 
eccentricity and having a contrarian streak. In his interview with Aitkenhead, you get the impression that he takes 
some pleasure in seeing the journalist grow round-eyed at his prognostications, which he delivers affably and off- 
thecuff. They didn't believe me in the 1960s, but who's laughing now? Not me. Me, | am walking around questioning 
my very existence, unsure as to whether | should be making more babies immediately in order to squeeze every 
everything out of my - and humanity's! - blip of time on this planet, or take to smoking opium for the rest of my days, 
because we're all toast anyway. Do | make myself a machine for the survival of the fittest or do | just eat smoked- 
meat poutine until it kills me? | am standing at the kitchen sink in my pyjamas at noon, one minute cleaning out a 
discarded plastic toothpaste cap with my pinkie for the benefit of my recycling box, and the next throwing into the 
garbage a full plastic tub of old yogurt, because if Lovelock is even 50% right, why spend one more second tending 
to my plastics? My best friend Alana, a vegetarian who hasn't worn leather since the age of 12, the most 
maddeningly moral person | know, a law professor with a heart bleeding in all the nicest places, read the article and 
told me that environmentalists have been saying Lovelock-style stuff forever. Why was this one my trigger? | told 
her the line about the Titanic. She said she saw my crisis as being more language-related than reality-based. 


Interestingly, Alana barely recycles. A bit like Lovelock, she says she thinks it's a fine thing to do in that it creates a 
civic-mindedness, but that the pressure put on individuals to recycle distorts the truth about environmental 
degradation by shifting the blame onto consumer choices. "It's like telling people, buck up and be really diligent! It's 
your responsibility! While corporate practice runs rampant." 


She tells me this, expecting a conversation, and | am just thinking, lady, | have no time. When | am on my 
deathbed, will | look back and say, ‘hey, | wished | had had more conversations with Alana about corporate 
responsibility?’ | need to find some mountains to climb. | need to find some suffering that is not my own and put a 
stop to it. | need to find a very large amount of canned ravioli. All | have now are minutes, so | will live, minute to 
minute, breath in, breath out. 


In the midst of all this, | check out the Guardian website again, and see that Lovelock was also profiled by journalist 
Leo Hickman in June of 2012. Writes Hickman: "Earlier this year [Lovelock] admitted to MSNBC in an interview 
reported around the world with somewhat mocking headlines along the lines of 'Doom-monger recants,' that he had 
been ‘extrapolating too far’ ... and had made a 'mistake' in claiming to know with such certainty what will happen to 
the climate. ... He says being allowed to change your mind and follow the evidence is one of the liberating marvels 
of being an independent scientist." 


| post that article on Mike's Facebook. | then watch Olympic figure skater Jason Brown farting his way through a 
Riverdance routine on ice. It's pretty funny. | tidy up the house and see a birthday card from Mike's 95-year-old 
grandmother: "Sending you love on your birthday, and forever and ever, Grandma Martha." Order restored, | put the 
card's torn envelope in the recycling bin. 
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